[image: D:\Images\Logos\LibraryService_500.jpg]
[image: D:\Images\Logos\LibraryService_500.jpg]
Academic writing structure
Transcript of Ann McManus - Academic Skills & Mentoring Manager.

What are the common errors students make when structuring an essay?

It's quite interesting actually because when you ask students what is that they struggle with when it comes to essays, most students will say structuring. And it tends to be because they haven't thought out what the argument is, so they don't really know what the actual purpose of the actual essay is. If they haven't got a well developed argument they approach the essay in much more meandering way, so they’re discovering what it is that they want to say whilst they're writing it and then trying to produce that as the final draft. So, I would say not knowing what your actual argument is is a huge one.

The other one is that a shocking amount of students don't actually plan their essay. They’re trying to make sense of what it is, and trying to answer the essay question but without any real structure imposed from the beginning. So there's no argument really, there's no real plan of what you're actually going to put in the essay, of what the content of the essay should be.

And the other thing that students sometimes do is that they don't really enjoy the process of writing and rewriting, because writing an essay is definitely not a linear process, it's much more iterative than that. But students sometimes are producing material and thinking, “oh, this is my essay”, and then submitting it. But the first draft should never, ever be the final draft, and actually writing and rewriting and re-phrasing and rethinking things is a really positive part of the process that students should enjoy doing.

So to sum up it would be not having a clear argument, not planning it out, and presenting a first draft as if it were the final draft. 

How can students make their arguments flow from one paragraph to another?

That's a really, really critical part because it's not up to your reader to impose that order on the essay, that’s the job of the writer. So, I think the really important thing is that you know what you're trying to say, what the purpose is, you have a strong introduction,  you then have your main body of the essay - and that should be about between 70% and 80% of your word count.

What's really important in the distinction between introduction and the main body is that the introduction is mainly descriptive because you're just setting the scene, giving some general background information. But in the main body, that's where you really need to get into the academic debate. And you may not have an awful lot of time to be able to do that, so you need you need to be really clear about how you do that. So, one paragraph must really flow nicely from one to the next. Students need to remember as well that they should take a new paragraph for every new idea. So, if you have an idea in a paragraph that's not developing the initial idea you need to really question why it's in there. It's always worth going back reading over your material and thinking, “is this sentence bringing the argument forward, is it developing the idea?”  And if it's not developing it, if it's just deviating from it, then you may need to put it in a different paragraph or maybe edit it out completely.

In terms of how we paragraph, generally speaking paragraphs will start with a topic sentence. So that's where you introduce what that paragraph is going to discuss, what the main idea is. As you go through the paragraph you need to develop that idea. You can do that by using examples, you can draw on evidence that you become aware of during your research, or indeed show opposing ideas as well, and the implications of the evidence that you're actually discussing in your essay. And finally, the end of the paragraph - you need to try to sum up each individual paragraph so that it will flow to the next one. You can refer back to the beginning of the paragraph or start leading into the subsequent paragraph. In terms of ending the paragraph what you're trying to do is to give your reader a bit of a breather. You're giving them a moment to pause for thought, so that they can collect their thoughts before they move on to get a new idea the subsequent paragraph.

So you've got your introduction, your main body and, finally, your conclusion. So it's really about moving forward from one idea to the next and imposing that order. Ultimately, you want your reader not just to follow the thread of your thoughts and to see the evidence, but to be convinced that the content of your essay is genuine, it's well thought out, it's well-structured, it's well evidenced, and genuinely to start enjoying reading the work.
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